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CLAYTON PATTERSON IS STRANGE ENOUGH IN APPEARANCE THAT,
DESPITE HOW HARD IT IS TO STAND OUT TODAY IN NEW YORK CITY,
YOU KNOW JUST BY LOOKING AT HIM THAT HE IS AN OUTSIDER WEIRDO
WITH AN INTERESTING HISTORY.

Weanng a long, gréy béard, a denim vest and oné of his
signature embroicergéd Caps. he can be spotted around (owm
or on the Motk of his Essex Street loft and gallery, He has
I @n thee Loweer East Side of Manhattan with Elsa Rensaa,
his partner and collaboraton, Sinde 1979, Dunng this timeé
hix ol only watched the area become a wary diffarant place,
ne aiso gocumented the dramalic transition on fm and video.

Burmisd out cars smoldedng in front of crumbling tenements on
Ludiow Sireet, homeless shantytowns filling Tompking Soudng
Fark: Clayion's images are unfamiliar to 8 new generabion of
Mew York City youth who can't fathom the transformation
that their nesghborhood has undergons in the last 30 years,
The pholographs of punks and junkies, squatters and gangs,
tattooang and experimeéntal art all batray his intimacy and
imvolvement with the community in which he has lived. His
amazing photos of early drag queen culture, gleaned fram
his Special dressing rooim BCCess ol the Pyramid Club, will
so0n be one of the only remnants of radical underground gay
culture in New York as it is slowly pushed out of the city.

Beskdes capluring the ook and feel of 8 diverse GOty
of people, Clayion also recorded riots and police brutality,
and has endured years of legal battles with people who do
mol want these images shown. His videos wineé mstrumental
in bringing down & bévy of corfupl police officers over tho
years, and his footage of the Tompkins Sqguare Park rols
landed him on Oprah to discuss the growing restrictions on
civil hiperties dunng the late "B0s.

I you think thal the current MNew York downlown culiure is
amnesiac, think again, Two young members of the downtown
sceng nave recently made a movie about the old Lower East

side and the man who captured it, Clayton Patterson. Ber
Solomon and Dan Levin, who are by all means a vibrant part
of noew, devoted over a year of work to sharing a vivid ook a
then. This is not the “then™ of the commercial and advertising
workds, the “then™ of $ovvy branding using sanitized stybes
of the early "Bls, or of the successiul bands that imitat
their sound. Theirs is a straightforwand and Eye-opening koo
at the thien that has been trampled on and bured under the
reirey Condominiums. Sprouting up.

| saw Captured a few months ago in an unheated abandone
building, sitting on cold, graffiti-covensd metal scaffolding
smpking Cligareites and drinking beers. A guy 10 my right
starfed GOINE Ry Dumps h.‘llfw._l',' ||'II'I:}I_IE'L|'I_ and by the end o
the mosie thene were 100 of 50 wasied weirdoes assemiblec
im the derelict shack... Come again? Yes, very briefly there
existed the sxact Kind of outlaw space that the ald LES was
ko Tor, courtesy of a neéw gencration’s lead downtowr
derelict, Aaron Bondarofl, who had recently annexed and
destroyed a rencgade space called the Wreck Center
hosting evants like this screening of Captured, & movie Uhal
Gxmumes pust the type of old Mow York energy that the cument
ganeration of downtown creatives ane trying to resurrect.

As the years pass, Claylon's immense archive will only
become Incréasingly valuable as Mew York Decomes e
and maore safely homogenized. A Clayton's house of
Essex Street, while | rifle through boxes of photographs, he
descnbes the factors that go into creating such a8 vibrani
and ntérdisciplinar y—and tough—mament in the history of
Mew York: factors he does not think are likely to come again




Gross, what is that?

Thare were all these different characters on the Lower East
Siche who | would document, and this. pacture is of Arthur Johnson
dissecting a rat. He thought that the government was out
to poison him, s0 he would feed his food to his rats first
to see if they would die. The rats would always get these
tumors and he would do autopsies on them. He had his whole
bedeoom tin folled so that the CIA couldn't get through with
their “rays.”

Are all of these boxes I'm surrounded by full of photos?
Most of them. | probably have close to a million photographs
in all kinds of areas and some of this stuff is wild and truly
exciting, Hiddan tréasurés that | have documentation of. You
know, IU's the outside edge that defines society in a way. It
tells you how far the society will EQ. 30 lets say, in the "50s,
the whole outside of society might have worn blug jeans with
rivels and a black leather jacket, while now it's like that
picture you're holding of Roger cutting off his fingers and
toas. That's how far it's moved.

It seams you documented a lot of extreme body art and
tattooing before it became mainstream.

I helped it become mainstreéam. | was the president of the
MNew York Tattoo Soclety for over a decade. Many people
that came to thal society were people who had never been
imvolved in tattoos before and through it they became worlkd
class. Sean Vasquez, Paul Booth, that whole aarly "90s wave
of young people all belonged to the New York Tattoo Sociaty.

Do you think that movement was one example of

reaching the limit to which you can push the boundares

of self-presentation?

Mo, absolutely not. Look at Lucky Rich: He tattooed all of
himself black and now he's going over all of it with white.
I fought for legalizing tattooing in Mew York City, me and
another guy—under Giuliand, | might add—and won. From
that we started the New York City Tattoo Convention. Once
a year ot Roseland Baliroom. Yes, taltooing has now baen
gentrified like the Lower East Side has been gentrified. 50
the edge has gone off tattoos too. All this stuff your mother
told you not to do.

What about your documentation of the underground
miusic scene on the LEST

I mean, that hardcore scene in "87, that was as hot a scene
as it could get. When you are in @ room and everything
reaches the highest decibel of energy, creativity, rhythm...
everything is as one and when it reaches that note, this
sense of harmony, that's perfection. Some of those shows
at CB's reached that level, and they're unacknowledged—
except | have videotapes of them! So that is an important
thing. It reached that level and people who weren't there
to touch it or taste it, they don't get it. They only get the
memories that come out years later when people suddenly
say, “Oh, that was s0 fantastic.” Like how people talk now
about Max's Kansas City.

Was it a lot of work going through your archive with Ben
and Dan to make this movie?

The amazing thing about them was that all the other peaple
who have wanted to make books or movies about my archiee
have gotten lost and confused because there Is 50 much
material. Ben and Dan are the first ones to be able 1o come
in with a clear concept and turn it into an organized and
coherent mowvie. Dbviously, big parts of the archive were left
out, but | think they made a brilliant and very well done movie.

What do you think was thelr main objective as they
searched your archive? Were thay Iinterested In comparing
what you captured in the "80s and "90s to what is happening
on the Lower East Side now?

They are New York Kids and they grew up here; now they're
watching their whole world disappear before their eyes. It's
shocking to them, as it is to me, and the fact that | have
documented this ransition pérod, when a ol of what thay
were interested in as kids is disappearing... | think there
wWas a connection in that way.

Were they familiar with a lot of the photos you were
showing them?

Even though they are under 30, they have really been
around. They've done the clubs, music scenes, different hip
scenes. In terms of what's happening in youth culture in the
world and in New York, a lot of it happens on the Lower East
Side first, 50 these guys have seen it. They are familiar with
parts of this history—maybe not the specific, but definitely
the goneral.

What are some of the factors that created that unigue
environment In the late "T0s and sarly "80s on the

Lower East Side?

Cheap rent, no contest. Actually there were a lot of things.

| made a book called The Radical Political and Social
History of the Lower East Side. I's an anthology of pho
tography, writing and interviews, and it covers all different
sorts of views, from a police chiel’s 10 a bum's. Basically,
when there were these racial inner city riols in the "80s,
the government came to a decision that it had to break up
the immigrant groups in the poor areas because they were
going o destroy America. S50 it ¢created the idea of “spe-
clal de-concentration™: emptying the cities of all these inner
city people. Eventually, in the "70s, the government adapted
this plan 1o something called “planned shrinkage,” which
took place in the ghettos and a ot of downtown. What they
did was shrink the services in those areas—like the police
and the firg departments—even though there are all kinds
of erime and fires happening. That allowed the neighbor
hoods to just burn away like old forests, and clear them:
selves out. By 1979 all of the inner city had been burnt to
a ¢cnsp and there were Innumerable abandoned buildings.
During the rebuilding of downtown in the "80s, one of the eary
infiuences was the money that came from across the street
in Chinatown and Canal Streat.

The Chinese bought the Lower East Side?

There were a couple of factors: Little italy began o change
into Chinatown, 50 you could see the rents incréasing on
the Bowery and into the Village and on the Lower East Side,
because all of a sudden there was this influx of money. The
buildings started to get bought up and renovated. A huge
portion of the buildings from Essex to Rivington are run by
the Chinese still—the building next door to here, the one
on the corner, all kinds of buildings down here. Then, the
little art gallery scene that was around in the early "80s left
bacause it actually béecame cheaper to rent in SoHo than
down here. That's why PPOW and most of those other galleries
migrated over to there. Colin De Land went from Vox Populi
to Amencan Fing Arts, where it used to be on Gth Street
batwean A and B, And then by the time you start getting
into the mid-'"B0s, it's still really grimy and there are a lot of
buildings being squatted, but you could see the change.

Who was mayor then?

Ed Koch. And you know Koch was really corrupt too. You had
this entrenched Democratic government that had become
stagnated, corrupt and lethargic, and not very visionary at
all. 50 by Hoch's third term, although downtown was rebuilding
in terms of this Chinese money, there were drugs like crazy,
everywhere, drug mania going on. This was a drug neighborhood,
one of the biggest in the world, There was serious corruption.

Continved on page 156
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Hoch was hilardous in Captured. Just unabashedly talking
about how his government didn’t care about poor people
and that he was “on vacation someéwhers” when the
Tompkins Square Park rlots took place.

it was nuts by 1988 when | made this videotape of what
became known as the Tompkins Squars Park Police Riot.
That riol showed that the police on thal particular night
warng anarchistis. After the night was over, the cily was in
upheaval, anarchy everywhere, drugs everywhere, the whole
moral and social fabric was in decling, descending into this
atyss, It was followed by many years of conflct betwsen the
paolice and the community and then there started to come
this desire for real change,

Was that achieved?

Well, by this time you get to Dinking, Dinking was the most
el fectined Mdnedr DECHESE Ml did Dwd things: He realizsd thal
the police needed 1o be better organized, especially after
seming the ot tape and how out of control they were, 50 he
turned the police force into a paramilitary operation, which
was a huge sheft in the phibosopiny and valees of the poloe up
wntil then, I meant you had this strong command structure where
everyone followed orders, listened up, formed a line—all
the sorl of things that you afe supposed 1o &0 in a malitary
society, And then Dinkins formed the Mollen Commission,
which prosecuted dirty cops. You had the “Morgue Boys,”
the “Dirty Thirty,” the whole 9th Precinct and all these
different rings of cops. But onca the police were arganised,
they had control of the city, Once you start controlling the
SUNSELS, YOUu Caen G0 whatlever you want in (erms of gentrifcaton,
ILooking at a pictwre] This is part of the casitas and a guy
Sweeping It up.

What's a casitas?
The httle summerhouses peopde woukd bulkd n emply lols.

I've néver seen things like this.
There used to e a lot of them, All the empty 1o0ts on the LES
would have these houses in them,

Built by the owners out of found materials?

Yies, This photo 5 of Dinknswlle. This was the cops Coming
around four in thé morning 10 cléar dwirybody oul, S0 T
Bunys Just Burned thaer own place down,

Can you tell me more about that?

This is Bih Street betweon B and C, and they took over this
kot and made a shantytown. This was after everyone was
kicked out of Tomphkins Sguare. They called it Dinkinsville
[ 0 L ayor Chnking was mn ofhoe. You Endw Bow in U
‘305 there was something called a Hooverville?

For Herbert Hoover?

Yeah. 50 this was at fowr in the morning and the cops wera
goeng o come, 50 rather than leting the cops throw all their
possessions nlo & big garbage truck, they just Burned
everything, Burned the whole thing down.[Looking at a
picture] This was next 10 a squal on Sth Street near Ave, A,
There was this guy who had a store whang Jimny Spences
used to e and someons burndd i up wile Be was IR,

What"s this photo?

That's on 13th Street in the early "BOs. When the police
wene coming in toevict the squatters there, they had 1o Bring
in a coupde hundred cops and a tank... and eventually thens
wore overturned cars. That was one of the st squat conflicls.

So after the crackdown on corrupt police...

After organizing the police, going paramilitary and cleaning
out the rogue cops, they then set about turning this area
imio an “enlertainment zone,

A what?

I remember first heanng that phrase whean | got banned from
ther precinct council for asking too many guestions., That was
unider Captain Coopar.

Bleh.

Yaah, spomeong within the government aciually had that
phrase as the concept for the Lower East Side, The polce
E-EE'_:'I-II'I '-'-'l'.':-I'I'-II'IE'. o Clear Everyone of f the: strects here except
for drunken syuppies because they are theé intended
*srteriainment 2one” crowd.

It lookis like a war pone in some of théese photos. Do you
think a lot of young people today are aware of what the
Lower East Side used to look like?

I imian, they walk around hene with air o heir beads, mentally
somewhere else with ther headphones or iPhona, Back
than, if you were walling around here and lost your instincts
for one split secand, bingol

50 how do you view the state of cultural activity on the
Lower East Slde now?

] you gon L have the money of the connechions, you dont
huv the possibelty of surveing hene, Evenything 15 50 expensive
and unless you have finances to keep your machinge running,
it°s hard. A lot of contemporary artistic culture was and still
is connecled to cheap rentl

So where would an artist live now if not the LES?

I weiere & Kid today | would go to Ching, | think the main
place is China. it doesn’t have all the thuggery of Russia,
The Chingse seem to adapt o capitalism really well and
'||1|I1Fe_‘-i- SBOm 1O Db S1ar ||I'|F'r over There.

In terms of my recent curatorial projects, I've found that
many of the artists I'm intarasted in are coming from
3rd-tier cithes like Providence or Philadelphia or Milwaukee,
Piaces where you can atill live cheaply In an abandoned
bullding with your friends, and then come to New York or
through New York to promote your work.

This city 15 becorming & markeiplace and that's all, The
possibility of artists hanging out together to get something
started here is over. A place like CB's had to be shitty to get
staried. Al those bands wing nol the greatest in th Baginmning:
thé thing was that they could go there W prachoe and Lo
banld up a fan base. And you eventually get betler, you gel
your chopes, vou gt used 10 playing with an audience, gel
bigger and badder and batter, and ofl you gol

What do you think of the young New York scene such as
it Is, even though the numbers might be thinned?

| thank it's very excring, i's pest 50 haed. | mean, the lurmover is
so great. Look at how short-lived some of thess places ara
that got their burz going. Like ALIFE: They had their whole
thing started, recognized and going on Orchard Street, and
now after a few years the part of the block they're on is
being torn down! They became successful, but they lost a
big part of their image by losing a big part of thelr block,
How damaging was it to them? | don’t know. it's hard to
know that. You have businesses like ARon's that change in
management of get bought out; the economics of keaping
the scene going is 50 stiff. Look at all of the art movemenis
connected to cheap rent. Jackson Pollock, Charlie Parker,
Haeith Harngt. ., the st 15 endless, endless! The whobkd story
of the American deeam—"1 came to New York with $20 in
iy pocket and | survived and made millions,” of ©l survived
ared Becamde & famous artist™—what, you think you can still
do thal now?

Continued on page 161
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It seems that Captured has some optimism to it about
the future of downtown.

Hoy ook, I'm SUll here, | guess thens ane two things for mi.
One is that | have a huge archive and a lot of artwork and |
can spend me now looking back and putting all the things
into place. The second thing is that I've been lucky to have
met all these young people who are truly exciting and inleresting
and ingpafed and unigue, and that has besn viry wial too, 1
I think of some of the people I've shown here [in my gallery
space on Christie Street] ke Dash [Snow] and Nico and
Hunle and Felipo and Jog Semz, these ang intérésting and
exciling people. Lucien 15 an exciting restavrant. ALIFE is a
ELII_'.LI‘. Lhon. YWhoen hoy moved hene. | started t.:lll.ll'll[!' pholos
al their events and connecting through them to others. | had
ane of my hats in a Deilch show.

I loved that show. A zine from it inspired my first
curatorial project.

Yeah, ook at that group, at least five of them have been in
the Whitney Biennial. That's a pretly highly charged set of
ngredients i you think about if, and that' s a pretty wikd art
scene, But | can see the struggle of trying 1o malntain in all
of that. In a ot of ways, the workd is much more dangerous
now évén though there is less danger in the streats.
But there are a lol of drugs.

Like there was in the art world back then also, right?

That was part of winy | lnd of dropped out of that whols
SoHo world., Drugs, real heawy drugs. Also, if you weran't
Eay then you were really a guy fuy—hike, a bravado money
By Dk Schnabel or someihing. That im O hand s a photo
of Gracie Mansion, Those people in the picture always ran
around with the money crowd, And If you're gomg to go 1o
Odeon to drink champagne, you must be able to spend the
cash 1o hang out with them. Mr. Chow's for lunch and all
of that, High-end oF 2oy, A split based on two words that |
wasn 't connectad wath,

! between Avenues B and O

I hate to say it about now, but... | won't say it. So were

you invalved in the East Village gallery scene instead?

No. never really. You know, Houston Street is a big dividing line
down here, Even though | knew a lot of the East Village
scene, it didn't mesh with me; it was almost like another
country down therg, The East Village was more fun, wild,
crary. The expressionist wversipon of Paradise Garage
Speaking of. ong of the othér big ingredignts in theé old LES
was the club world. In the club world you had Dancelernia,
you had the Pyramid Club, you had the Palladium, the Cat
Club and Limelight. Peter Kwalofl, the drag quesn, got mea
into the Pyramid Club, and then | photographed the dressing
rooms there for a couple of years every Sunday. Theough that
I met the security there, who were in the hardoore scene,
20 | got 1o krtw that scene. It lind of went like that, whena
you had all these different little pockets and yvou could go
fram one group 10 the other. it made it a sort of creative
crucible bacause you had dancers, performers, slam poals,
drag gueens, Hell's Angels, and every kind of rock and
roll imaginable, from glam rock to metal to hardcore, punk,
grunge, ska... on and on ke thal, These muliple phEces
created this big complex diamond that you could absorh
different parts of. For documenting it was great! You could
go from Karén Black 1o GG Allin! What people today can't
understand is the social energelic buzz 1o all of it. In a
ghetio hike this, you had a diverse immigrant populaton,
and s0 you had all these remnants of different culiures
wan pust i culsime: Jewish food, Polish food, Russan fodd,
Chinese food and all these inexpensive restaurants to sell
i. And in all these ethic groups you had alcowes of art and
culture.—Ukrainian eggs, for example—windows inlo olher
countries’ art, You got a ot of inspiration from that and yvou
couldn't get it anywhene eise, Sae by side wene ultra-Orithodox
Jews and women from Bangladesh with their faces covered,
all kinds of Chinese.... Then it became more expensive o e hene.

Continued on page 164
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How long hawve you had this bullding?

We bought it in "B3 and had exhibitions here since 86
Feople have no Wea how dangerous it used (o be down
here. The first night we lived here, | saw someone gel shot
winen | was just looking oul the: windoee,

50 in this nelghborhood you identified with peopla that
tended to be public artists or community artists or just
weirdos? Like that mosaic man from Captured?

Yeah, but also ook at Kembea Plahler; She had been pretty
much unkrmdwn m Uhe art workd for years, notl from lack of
et but Bestause crossovers for shuff like that weren't happening
back than, Or take that whole drag queen scene thal happened
at the Pyramid Club, it was really a phenomenal art forum.
And that is as yel undiscovered! The most famous two 10
come outl of that scene, Ru Paul pmnd Lady Bundy, honéd
careers and polished one image, but some of those people
like Peter Kwaloff, who would change his whole ook and act
owery Singht week, worg far mong creatng

Why were they overlooked?

That kind of creativity s just (oo abundant for the art workd
to get invoheed in, because deabers have 10 see il, specialize
in it and then explain it 1o somebody else, And il it's changing
and transforming all the ime, you can’t get your hands on
it | think | photographed a lot of things that were truly great,
things that anrg only baginning to be undarstood .

Do you think that as time goes on, people will discover...
This place will be like King Tut's tomi?!

It seems like you have seen and documented many
different subcultural moments. Is there any one defining
activity now? What groups do you see now? Is there a
defining sensibility or Is It just a mess?

Ezpicially after 911, and breaking into this new milkennium,
thisre i this confusion of style. Now ot a rock show, everything
has lost s adge of ndnaduality. Look at Mercury Lounge
when there is some big rock show going on and the difference
bétwean the yuppee and the wild outsider artist 1S a very
mirmmal. The cobors are muled and similar, the hair is similar,
one has a certain hat, one has a $400 Tshirt and one a
derty, npged T-shirt—they 0ok the same, Béfors, thens used
to be distinct differences: There'd be a punk, there'd be a
skinhead, there d be a grunge, a Goth, a club kid, whatewer,
There would be exdtremely individuated personalities, and
now it S becoming homoganized. 5o | think people now ane
lsoking Lo braak away, thay ang looking to be refreshed and
excited Dy 5':!II'I'I{""'IIF'IE 5.1|rl'||,|".:'|1,||'|g_ ared | thank |_'|:|.' Iu}nkmg Loy
the underground it bings up that edge, that stimulation,
Therd 15 & point whéré you feel oo safe, safe and safe. You
get on the arplane, sveryond has 1o be safe. Everywhere
o o you have 10 be axtra, extra safe. | think there is that
noed for people now psychologically to feel unsafie.

Do you worry about people romanticizing this? It seems
you cover both the fun and exotlc, and the very dark and
dangerous side of things.

Well, It was all of that in 8 wiy, Thérg iS5 no quéstion that
it was life and death in a lot of cases. it really was that
marginal. And there really were a lot of creeps around killing
peophy, of worse, But what I'm datumeénting ané things that
arg one way or another connected Lo craatity.

Criminal creativity as well?
Let's say "the positive swde.”

WIWW. Capiredmonae, Com

Esang cosam SN Strgdd Squaal. 1907



